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ABSTRACT
HOLLY NICOLE HENNING: Tennessee Williams' Web of Deception in The Glass
Menagerie, A Streetcar Named Desire and Cat on a Hot Tin Roof
(Under the direction of Dr. Colby H. Kullman)

While many themes appear in Tennessee Williams’ The Glass Menagerie, A
Streetcar Named Desire and Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, the theme of deception emerges as
one of the most prominent. To determine exactly how deceit impacts the lives of the
characters in each play, an analysis of deception from both a psychological and
philosophical standpoint is given. Based on the findings of this analysis, Williams
effectively employs three general categories of deception in his plays, including
deception with self-awareness, deception of others requiring deception of the self and
self-deception regardless of another’s presence. Williams also implements one of the
most popular forms of deception among humans—lying, which can be classified within
each of the three broad categories, depending upon the situation. After exploring the
different forms of deception used within his works, an obvious progression of deception
develops. Not only do the incidences of lies and deception increase, but the harmfulness
and seriousness of the consequences intensifies as well. Ultimately, Williams’ three
plays prove that the use of deception leads to destruction.
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Introduction
More than any of his legendary, well-loved colleagues, including those as
renowned as Arthur Miller and August Wilson, Tennessee Williams has become the most
influential, controversial and prolific playwright of the twentieth century. Though he
wrote many plays throughout his life, each of Williams' plays contain settings enriched
with local color, engaging and complex plots and uniquely flawed characters with whom
audiences cannot help but empathize. Along with the blend of these qualities in each of
his plays, a multitude of recurring themes appears in Williams’ works. Some ofthe most
widely-known and frequently discussed themes include loneliness, constant fear of
insanity, the overbearing mother and absent father, desperation and in rare instances.
triumph through it all.
Many of these themes for which Williams has been repeatedly recognized have
been referenced and dissected; however, one theme that reappears in several of Williams’
plays is less frequently examined—the theme of deception. Just as much as any other
theme (if not more), deception takes on a significant role in Tennessee Williams’ plays.
specifically in three of his most famous plays: The Glass Menagerie. A Streetcar Named
Desire and Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. The characters in these plays are notorious for not
only lying to each other, but also to themselves. It is because of their blatant deception.
constant disregard for the facts or pretense of living in an illusion in order to avoid reality
that often leads them into trouble and misfortune.
Indeed, Williams was a master at creating characters and situations overflowing
with deception, an unfortunate byproduct of experiences from his own life. Williams
grew up with a mother who lied to him about a number of serious issues, such as the
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frontal lobotomy she had performed on his beloved sister Rose, and a brother, Dakin,
who desired to be like Tennessee Williams so much that he deceived himself into
believing that he, too, was as skilled a v^xiter as Williams. Williams' own name is even
deceptive in nature. Bom Thomas Lanier Williams, he later changed his name to
Tennessee" to better represent the person he felt he really was.
Nonetheless, Williams' understood the importance oftmth. In his biography.
written by Lyle Leverich, the dedication to Williams reads “For Tennessee, who asked
me to report, in tmth, his cause aright." As this dedication reveals, Williams recognized
what an impact deception has on the people and situations in which it is used. In fact, it
is the deception followed by the search for tmth in his own life that provided Williams
with the ability to create plays like The Glass Menagerie. A Streetcar Named Desire and
Cat on a Hot Tin Roofin which deception is an essential, ever-present element.

2

Chapter I: A Psychological and Philosophical Analysis of Deception
“Oh what a tangled web w’e weave whenfirst we practise to deceive.” Sir Walter Scott

An Overview of Deception
The theme of deception is an obvious part of Tennessee Williams’ The Glass
Menagerie^ A Streetcar Named Desire and Cat on a Hot Tin Roof\ however, in order to
recognize how Williams employs it so successfully, a detailed analysis of deception
outside the context of his plays is necessary. Though the overall concept of deception is
often difficult to define, it is an inevitable component of human existence. Intellectuals
from various backgrounds with distinctive views have explored it for hundreds and even
thousands of years, and researchers today still maintain conflicting opinions on the
subject of deception. Fortunately, aside from the minute details, scholars from many
fields agree that there are certain undeniable aspects and forms of deception.
One common belief about deception is that it is fueled by basic human emotions,
regardless of whether these emotions are to benefit another person or oneself(Lewis and
Saami 7,8). For example, a mother may feel concern about her child’s happiness and tell
the child that Santa Clause really does exist. This is a situation in which a mother’s
emotion benefits another person, who, in this case is her child, and leads to her deception
of that child. Yet another example demonstrates that self-serving emotions can also lead
to deception. A wife might tell her husband that she needs extra money to pay the
monthly bills, when in fact she really desires the money for a new dress. In both
situations, deception occurs as a result of emotional influences.
Understanding that emotion triggers deception is imperative, but even more
important is recognizing what deception is. A common explanation given by social
psychologists is that '‘Whether conscious or unconscious or aware or unaware, deception
3

is an active process whereby the deceiver intends to deceive''(Lewis and Saami 28). In
other words, one does not have to be aware that he is deceiving another person to
intentionally mislead him. This suggests that deception is possible in almost every facet
of human function. It also insinuates that multiple and complex forms of deception exist.
including that as subtle and simple as the white lie to that as complicated as the deception
of oneself.
Obviously, the concept of deception is extremely intricate as deception takes
many forms. It can include verbal communication, such as the lie, as well as less
noticeable nonverbal communication (Lewis and Saami 34). Although it is impossible to
identify each individual type of deception, Lewis and Saami place most forms of
deception into three general categories: ordinary deception toward others committed with
self-awareness, deception toward others that requires some sort of self-deception, and
self-deception even in the absence of another (9). The first broad category encompasses
many well-known and frequently used forms of deception, such as the explicit lie.
because it requires that the deceiver is fully aware that he is deceiving another. He
understands what the other person believes and seeks to trick him. An example of this is
when a child lies to his mother about not bmshing his teeth before bedtime. The child
fully intends to deceive his mother, and he is completely aware of what he is doing. Of
course, explicit deception can occur on a more serious level, but as the example
demonstrates, it does not always cause extreme harm.
The next two categories of deception are a bit more difficult to grasp than the
first. The second broad category of deception includes deceiving oneself in order to
deceive another person. How exactly is it possible to deceive oneseli? As some
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psychologists suggest, the idea of self-deception requires that there are different, separate
parts of the self, including the conscious and unconscious. Therefore, an individual can
consciously believe one thing, while unconsciously believing something else at the same
time, even without knowing it. An example of this is given in Lying and Deception in
Everyday Life in which a husband lies to his wife about his affair with another woman.
The husband in this scenario deceives himself into believing that he is not telling his wife
about his affair to spare her feelings, when in reality, he is not telling his wife about his
affair to spare himself; however, in order to deceive his wife about his affair, he must first
deceive himself(Lewis and Saami 11, 12). This is exactly how the deception of oneself
before deception of another person occurs.
A third general category of deception strictly involves self-deception without the
presence of another person. This is one of the most intriguing forms of deception, and
Tennessee Williams uses it throughout The Glass Menagerie, A Streetcar Named Desire
and Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. In this category, self-deception occurs just as it does in the
second category, but in this situation, it is not employed to deceive other people. While
numerous reasons are given for lying to oneself, self-deception typically occurs as a
means of escaping or avoiding negative feelings about oneself(Lewis and Saami 12). As
with the other forms of deception, self-deception can be costly in some instances, but not
costly in others; it simply depends on the circumstances. One difference, however, is that
self-deception is often more costly than other forms of deception, because it thwarts the
deceiver from realizing or correcting his errors (Lewis and Saami 13).
Also important to the analysis of deception in Tennessee Williams’ three plays are
the gender differences in deception. Psychologists have discovered major differences in
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how men and women convey and perceive deception, specifically deception in the form
of lies. One major difference entails the types of lies and deception men and women use.
While men usually tell lies that are more self-serving, women are more likely to tell lies
that benefit others(Lewis and Saami 19). Another major difference is that men are more
likely to believe they are being deceived and deal with that realization, whereas women
are more likely to pretend that deception does not exist and they are not being deceived;
this suggests that women are more vulnerable to self-deception than men (Lewis and

Saami 19).
These two differences in how men and women approach deception offer valuable
insight into the motivations and consequences behind the deception used by several
characters in The Glass Menagerie, A Streetcar Named Desire and Cat on a Hot Tin
Roof. In following the patterns found by psychologists, more female characters than
male characters in all three of Williams’ plays engage in self-deception and deception
that benefits others. Also, as psychologists predict, the male characters are often more
aware of deception and are typically the ones who expose it.

Lying: A Common Form of Deception
Lying is undoubtedly one of the main forms of deception, and though it can be
defined in various ways, the most basic definition of lying, according to the MirriamWebster dictionary, is “an untrue statement made with intent to deceive”(429). While
this easily applies to Williams’ three plays, the concept of lying, as seen in Williams*
works, is far more complex than this. This simplistic definition does not answer or
explain why the characters lie, how the lies are received by other characters, the ways the
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characters suffer as a result of lies or how the lies accumulate and progress in all three
plays. A broader, more in depth assessment of lying is required.
In her book, Lying: Moral Choice in Public and Private Life, Sissela Bok, a
Harvard educated philosopher, provides the best and most intricate analysis of lying.
Bok’s analysis is relevant to The Glass Menagerie,A Streetcar Named Desire and Cat on
a Hot Tin Roof, not only because she defines lying, but also because she examines the
motives behind why people lie and the consequences they do or do not receive as a result.
She then classifies the most common forms of lies into a particular order and offers
examples of each as they are used in daily life. Finally, she gives evidence to support her
theories on what justifies a lie, why some are justified and others are not. Because of her
extensive research and evaluation of lying, her system of classification is the best to use
in breaking down the progression oflying in Williams’ plays.
What exactly does Bok consider a lie? The definition Bok gives is similar to the
one put forth in the dictionary. She writes that a lie is “an intentionally deceptive
message in the form of a statemenC(Bok 15). She admits that not all lies are necessarily
presented in the form of statements, but for the purpose of her book, her main concern is
specifically stated lies. Bok also focuses on “clear-cut lies—lies where the intention to
mislead is obvious”(16). She does not consider a statement without the intention to
mislead a lie. For example, giving false information without knowing it is false is not
deemed a lie, according to Bok. Only when a statement is given with the intention of
misleading does Bok consider it a lie.
Intentionally misleading others is a common aspect of Williams' plays, and Bok
describes extensively in her book what effects this can have on the deceived. As she
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they have been deceived (Bok 24). Furthermore, it becomes more difficult for the liar to
maintain this credibility because lies often increase in number over time. Bok explains
how this can have consequences on the liar as well. “Psychological barriers wear do\\Ti;
lies seem more necessary, less reprehensible; the ability to make moral distinctions can
coarsen; the liar’s perception of his chances of being caught may warp”(Bok 25).
Clearly, lying affects the deceived and the deceiver in numerous ways, and this becomes
evident in Williams’ plays.
Although most liars realize how their deception can impact others and
themselves, it does not prevent them from telling lies. Like most, Williams’ characters
commence with their deception, regardless of what the end results may be. Since lying is
an inevitable part of life and a major part of Williams’ plays, it is necessary not only to
understand what lying is or how it affects everyone, but also to determine different types
of lying. To create her own classification system for lies, Bok includes the opinions of
other philosophers who have investigated the concept of lying. One philosopher who
shared beliefs similar to Bok’s and who largely impacted her classification system was
St. Augustine. Until St. Augustine, little differentiation between lies had been
considered. In fact, St. Augustine presented the notion that lying is “having one thing in
one’s heart and uttering another with the intention to deceive,” and he believed that lying
should always be forbidden (Bok 33).
While this works in theory, it is not practical in daily life; lying is expected and
almost unavoidable in some instances. In order to deal with everyday life, Augustine
created the first real hierarchy of lies, and Thomas Aquinas, another philosopher, further
developed it. Aquinas proposed that there are three types of lies; the officious, the jocose
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and the mischievous. The officious is a helpful lie, and the jocose is a lie told in jest;
Aquinas believed that these two forms of lies were not very harmful. It is the
mischievous, or the malicious lie, that is meant to harm and is more serious(Bok 34).
These systems of classification, which were first promoted hundreds of years ago, are
exceedingly useful in the analysis of lying in Tennessee Williams’ plays.
Bok uses these earlier systems of classification, among others, for building her
own detailed analysis of lying; therefore, hers is the most well-rounded system of
classification to use in assessing the lying in Williams’ plays. One of the first categories
Bok describes in her system is that of white lies, a form of harmless lying that she says is
44

at the other end of the spectrum of deception from lies in a serious crisis” (58). She
explicitly characterizes a white lie as “a falsehood not meant to injure anyone, and of
little moral import”(58). Though seemingly harmless at first, white lies can evolve into
more complex forms of lies. This is precisely what happens in The Glass Menagerie, A
Streetcar Named Desire and Cat on a Hot Tin Roof The small, once harmless white lie
44

grows to become excuses, another form of lying according to Bok.

An excuse seeks to

extenuate, sometimes to remove the blame entirely from something which would
otherwise be at fault”(Bok 74). Bok further explains:
Firstly, it can suggest that what is seen as a fault is not really one.
Secondly, it can suggest that, though there has been a fault, the agent is
not really blameworthy, because he is not responsible. And finally, it can
suggest that, though there has been a fault, and though the agent is
responsible, he is not really to blame because he has good reason to do as

he did.(78)
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While some ofthe lies told by the characters in Williams’ plays remain as
insignificant as white lies, those that are considered excuses require justification in some
way.

To justify is to defend as just, right, or proper, by providing adequate reasons”

(Bok 91). In other words, the liar must give an explanation to legitimize the lie he or she
has told. Bok claims there are three levels ofjustification to which the liar can appeal to
substantiate a lie in the form of an excuse. The first level includes appealing to one’s
own conscience. If one can justify a lie to himself or herself, then he has passed the first
and lowest level ofjustification. However, there is a serious problem with only passing
this first level ofjustification. Bok addresses this issue in her book.“Most often, those
who lie have a much easier time in justifying their behavior so long as their only audience
is their own conscience or their self-appointed imaginary on-looker”(Bok 94). This is
why the second level ofjustification becomes important. The second level of
justification for a lie in the form of an excuse includes appealing to one’s friends.
colleagues and elders. Although consulting others outside of oneself typically helps one
overcome the dilemma of his or her own bias, it does not always remove the biases of
others(Bok 96). This explains the necessity for the third level ofjustification for a lie in
the form of an excuse. The third and highest level includes appealing to persons of all
allegiances, not excluding anyone (97). Bok writes that “no one should be excluded from
it on principle, least of all those representing the deceived or others affected by the lie"
(100). Appealing to the general public and others outside of one’s own circles helps
eliminate biases. This level ofjustifying a lie in the form of an excuse works in many
situations, but it does not eliminate problems in every situation. Bok argues that “it can
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nevertheless reduce the discrepancy of perspectives, shed light on moral reasoning, and
facilitate moral choice”(103).
Although excuses can be detrimental, they are still considered less harmful than
other forms of lies. The paternalistic lie is one form of deception that can have
unforgiveable consequences; in most circumstances, it is considered more harmful than
white lies or excuses. Bok writes “To act patemalistically is to guide and even coerce
people in order to protect them and serve their best interests, as a father might his
children”(204). One might ask how this makes paternalistic lies so unforgiveable. Bok
says that “Throughout history, men, women, and children have been compelled to accept
degrading work, alien religious practices, institutionalization, and even wars alleged to
‘free’ them, all in the name of what someone has declared to be their own best interest”
(205). Simply put, though one might claim to have another’s best interest in mind when
telling a paternalistic lie, this is not always the case. One who considers himself or
herself unbiased is usually subjective, even without realizing it. Often, paternalistic lies
involve the deception of family members and close friends, and because of this, it is most
difficult to choose between lying and truthfulness.

...in our families, with our friends.

with those whose well-being matters most to us, lies can sometimes seem the only way
not to injure or disappoint”(Bok 206). When faced with the decision of upsetting a
family member or friend, many opt to tell a paternalistic lie instead.
Two forms of lies that are of particular importance when focusing on lying in
Williams’ plays include lies in a crisis and lies to the sick and dying. In what Bok deems
a “chronic crisis,” the lie told may be necessary for survival, and “moral considerations
are nearly obliterated”(111). Periods of chronic crisis occur in all three of Williams'
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plays, and characters choose not to tell the truth because their survival depends upon it.
Williams’ characters must also tell lies to the sick and dying so they can persevere
through their difficulties. Bok explains that those who lie to the sick and dying often do
so for paternalistic reasons, as described in the previous paragraph. Most people who
argue for lying to the sick and dying claim, “truthfulness is impossible; that patients do
not want bad news; and that truthful information harms them”(Bok 227). Even though
this argument suggests otherwise, lying to someone who is sick or dying does not serve in
his best interest. (Again, this is a problem with paternalistic lying.) “Beyond the
fundamental deprivation that can result from deception, we are also becoming
increasingly aware of all that can befall patients in the course of their illness when
information is denied or distorted”(Bok 231). Although it may seem like the better
option to lie to the sick and dying, in the end, the result can be worse, as demonstrated
later in Cat on a Hot Tin Roof.

The Effects of Cognition on Deception
Bok gives the most thorough analysis on lying, at least from a philosophical
standpoint; but others, especially those interested in the psychology of lying, have
performed actual studies to provide concrete evidence on the effects of lying. These
psychological studies are beneficial when examining lying in Williams’ plays since they
are based on empirical data. Some of these studies have focused on the behavioral
aspects of lying, but one study in particular focuses on the cognitive processes used in
telling lies. This study is called “The Cognition of Deception: The Role of Executive
Processes in Producing Lies”, and it places specific emphasis on mental processes
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involved in executing and detecting lies, deception in children (which reveals at what
point humans are able to lie and what is necessary to do so), and imaging research in
neural processes related to deception. It explains that executive processes like “directed
attention and metacognition, working memory, and inhibition” are important in telling
lies because they are mental processes responsible for “planning, decision making,
problem solving, and other complex cognitive tasks”, and they are “crucial for the
production and convincing execution of lies”(Gombos 198). Basically, all of these
executive processes play some part in the implementation of lies.
“The Cognition of Deception” further explains that since lying requires the use of
executive mental processes, “deception requires greater mental effort than truth telling
(Gombos 199). While this could be attributed to a number of reasons, it is in part
because liars have to sustain internal and external consistency. Internal consistency
means that the liar must “ensure that the elements of the fabricated story line up
correctly”, and external consistency means that the liar must “ensure that fabricated
elements align with others’ knowledge(Gombos 199). This not only challenges liars
mentally, but physically as well, since lying can affect behavior. This has been proven
through the use of polygraphs and other similar tests. Lying becomes especially
exhausting for some of the Williams’ characters in The Glass Menagerie, A Streetcar
Named Desire and Cat on a Hot Tin Roofbecause of the mental stamina it takes to
formulate and execute lies.
Evidence gathered by psychologists has also determined the age at which humans
are first able to He and what factors, including those related to executive processes, are
involved in this. Unsurprisingly, deception in humans begins around the early age of four
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or five years old. Studies on deception in children once again prove that executive
processes are essential in telling lies, and without the formation of certain cognitive
abilities, children (usually those three years of age and younger) are unable to effectively
lie. This inability to execute lying results from what researchers consider a lack of theory
of mind. Theory of mind refers to “the ability to understand that others have beliefs,
desires, and intentions that are different from one s own’"(Gombos 202). In other words,
children (or adults) who have not developed theory of mind are unable to realize that
their opinions or beliefs are not the only ones in existence; and since their beliefs are
shared by everyone, why would deception be necessary? Once children develop theory
of mind, lying usually follows and is developed through adulthood.
Neural images (like the fMRI and other scans of the brain) have helped confirm
that specific executive processes are used in lying. They also help determine which
regions of the brain control these executive processes. As “The Cognition of Deception
explains, “Although some of these areas were likely associated with linguistic processing,
most were regions usually associated with inhibition and attention, social cognition and
mental representation of self or others’ behaviors, or memory and emotions”(Gombos
205-206). While it is not possible to get neural images of the characters m Williams’
plays, knowing which parts of the brain control the executive processes necessary for
lying is helpful in understanding what causes the characters to lie and what their
motivations are. It could possibly be their lack of inhibition or the effect of emotions,
which are two of the executive processes used in lying as shown through neural images,
or it could be any other of the cognitive processes used in lying. In 7 he Glass
Menagerie, the area of the brain controlling memory is obviously responsible for some of
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the deception. In A Streetcar Named Desire and Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, cognitive
processes responsible for controlling inhibitions and emotion are responsible. Although
it is impossible to know exactly which executive processes are related to every instance
of deception in the three plays, they play a significant role in influencing the characters"
ability to deceive.

The Effects of Romantic Relationships on Deception
One factor that affects why and how lies are told in Williams" plays is the
relationships in which the characters are involved, especially the intimate relationships.
Another study entitled “Deception in Intimate Relationships ,examines the use of
deception between males and females in romantic relationships. It proves that complete
honesty could make relationships tedious, if not conflict laden

which suggests that some

deception may actually be beneficial, depending on the situation. Unfortunately, it is
difficult to determine when it is beneficial, though, and this leads to other problems. This
study, in agreement with what Bok claims, confirms that

..lying threatens interpersonal

trust, and may block the resolution of conflict"’(Peterson 280). Regardless of the
possible benefits of deception in romantic relationships, deception should almost always
be avoided.
Since deception cannot be avoided in relationships, and is prevalent especially in
intimate relationships, Peterson identifies six types of lies frequently used in romantic
relationships, how they are viewed by those involved in the relationships and how they
affect the relationships. The six forms of lying included in the study are blatant lying,
omission, distortion, white lies, half-truths and failed deceptions. A blatant lie is an
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outright lie, but a lie of omission does not always involve telling a lie; rather, it is
neglecting to include all the facts with the intent to mislead someone. A distortion is
when the liar “bends the truth rather than blatantly contradicting if’, but a white lie is
blatant deception without the intent to harm (Peterson 280). A half-truth is “a statement
that is literally true but misleading”, and a failed deception “entails only the intent to
deceive without any accompanying false or potentially deceptive utterance” (Peterson
280-281). Many of these different types of lies are used throughout Williams’ plays,
specifically by those in intimate relationships. So how exactly do they affect intimate
relationships?
Based on the results of the study, those involved in intimate relationships believe
that the most common form of deception they or their partners use is the white lie, and
the least common form of deception they or their partners use is the blatant lie, with the
other forms of deception ranked in between the two. That participants use the white lie
most frequently and the blatant lie least frequently is most likely correlated to the
participants’ beliefs about which lies are the most and least dishonest. As expected, the
participants agree that the most dishonest form of lie is the blatant lie, and the least
dishonest form of lie is the white lie (Peterson 283). In other words, blatant lies are told
the least because they are deemed the most dishonest of any of the six forms of
deception, and white lies are told the most since they are deemed the least dishonest.
Actually, the white lie is the only one of the six forms of deception that participants
believe could be helpful in some situations (Peterson 284). Ultimately though, the

more

moral a lie is considered (i. e. the white lie), the more often it is told; the less moral a lie
is considered (i. e. the blatant lie), the less it is told.
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Satisfaction in intimate relationships is also correlated to these results.
..respondents [participants] who believed that their partners made frequent use of
blatant lying, distortion, omission, half truths, and failed deceit were less satisfied with
their couple relationships than adults who believed their partners rarely or never
attempted to deceive them in any of these ways,"’(Peterson 285). The study proves that,
with the exception of white lies, the other forms of deception decrease satisfaction in
intimate relationships. Although lying lessens satisfaction, it is still used as a way to
avoid conflicts, but this, too, is devastating,

...when practised as a method of conflict

avoidance, intimate deception can undermine relationship quality by interfering not only
with mutual trust, but also joint problem-solving and the resolution of differences over
issues central to the relationship”(Peterson 286). As the study verifies, five out of the six
forms of deception explored in the study, even when used to avoid conflicts, are
detrimental to intimate relationships because they impede trust and prohibit solutions to
predicaments. Only the white lie is seen as beneficial in certain instances.

A Brief Conclusion of Deception
The Glass Menagerie^ A Streetcar Named Desire and Cat on a Hot Tin Roof^ three
of Tennessee Williams’ most well-known plays, all involve the common theme of
deception. Unlike many other themes in Williams’ plays, the theme of deception remains
relatively unexplored, and few answers are given elsewhere for how it affects the
characters’ lives. As mentioned throughout this chapter, there are several methods for
analyzing the concept of deception, but certain analyses of deception and lying are of
particular importance as they are helpful in understanding the progression of deception in
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Williams’ works. As Lying and Deception in Everyday Life explains, deception involves
verbal and nonverbal communication and is best categorized into three main categories,
including deception with self-awareness, deception of others with self-deception and selfdeception without the deception of others(Lewis and Saami 9-12). Although there are
many different forms of deception, one ofthe most commonly used is lying. In her book.
Lying: Moral Choice in Public and Private Life, Bok provides a thorough explanation of
lying, which can be applied to Williams’ plays. Not only does Bok define lying, but she
classifies different types of lies into a hierarchy in which she gives real life examples and
reasons why lies may or may not be justified. In her book, Bok also explains the ideas of
St. Augustine and Thomas Aquinas, two philosophers who first explored the concept of
lying and who greatly impacted Bok’s system of classification on lying.
Two psychological studies on the cognition of deception and deception in
romantic relationships are also beneficial to the analysis of deception in Williams plays,
as they help explain the inner workings ofthe mind and its role in the use of deception, as
well as the differences in the use of deception in intimate relationships. The empirical
support given in these studies, when added to the previous sources, presents an accurate,
overall depiction of lies and deception. After gaining a better understanding of the
concept of deception from these sources altogether, the concept of deception in
Tennessee Williams’ three plays is easily understood.
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Chapter II: The Glass Menagerie - The World through Rose-Colored Glasses
Illusions commend themselves to us because they’ save us pain and allow us to enjoy pleasure instead We
must therefore accept it without complaint when they sometimes collide with a bit ofreality against M'hich
they are dashed to pieces." Sigmund Freud

The Search for Truth through Deception
Few playwrights understood the importance oftruth like Tennessee Williams.
Because of the excessive deception he encountered throughout his life, Williams
recognized the extent to which the absence of truth and abundance of lies could
significantly alter people and circumstances. Williams frequently used his knowledge on
the effects of deception, making it one of the most prevalent themes in his plays. This is
especially true in The Glass Menagerie. The Glass Menagerie is considered one of
Williams' most autobiographical plays since it includes characters and situations very
similar to those in Williams' personal life. Although deception plays a major part in the
lives of the characters, it is less noticeable and less vindictive than forms of deception
Williams’ used in A Streetcar Named Desire and Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. Nevertheless,
the theme of deception is still a major part of The Glass Menagerie, and it progresses
throughout the play.
Set in St. Louis in the early twentieth century. The Glass Menagerie focuses on
the Wingfields, a poor, dysfunctional family in which the absent father s presence still
looms over everyone, and the overbearing mother fixates on dreams of the past and an
unattainable future, not unlike Williams' own family. Ironically, Williams describes this
autobiographical work as a “memory play,” a play in which “Memory takes a lot of
poetic license. It omits some details; others are exaggerated, according to the emotional
value of the articles it touches, for memory is seated predominantly in the heart
(Williams 399). Since Menagerie is based on memory, mostly the memory of Tom
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Wingfield, the dominant male figure of the Wingfield family and narrator of the play, the
foundation on which Metiagerie is built is automatically altered. The actions that occur
cannot be taken for granted because they probably happened differently from how Tom
Wingfield portrays them.
In one particular psychological study, researchers Heaps and Nash closely
examine the changes that occur in autobiographical memories like Tom’s. They suggest
that ‘‘unremembered portions of autobiographical memories are often reported as
remembered after repeated retelling.. (920). In other words, parts of memories that
individuals do not initially remember are later integrated into the memory after it is retold
multiple times. Heaps and Nash also state that “...recollective experience in
autobiographical memories may be particularly susceptible to reconstructive effects,
(921). As the study suggests, certain parts of autobiographical memories are vulnerable
to modifications, and Tom’s memory is no different.
Though Menagerie is a memory play in which the people and events are likely
altered, Williams claims this is necessary for one surprising reason- ■to achieve “a closer
approach to truth” (Williams 395). How is it that altering events, whether purposely or
not, can help one obtain the truth? In Menagerie^ Williams demonstrates that the truth is
unconventionally acquired through Tom Wingfield’s reflection on past events and
recollection of the lies and deception he and different characters used to cause others pain
or benefit themselves. This is first demonstrated at the beginning of the play when Tom
is returning to his home after having left for a long period of time; he is fi lled with
shame, guilt and utter remorse for abandoning his mother and crippled sister when they
were unable to financially and emotionally survive his departure. Tom’s homecoming
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serves several purposes. Not only does it function as a method for healing his pain, but it
helps expose the lies and deceit that caused him to desert his family. In helping Tom heal
through telling his story and exposing the deception, Williams uses Tom's return as a
means of getting closer to the truth—notjust for Tom, but for himself as well.
Within the context of Williams' memory play exists the illusory worlds, also
known as distorted realities, in which each of the characters lives and tells their lies.
Without these distorted, illusory worlds, other forms of deception in The Glass
Menagerie would be minimal; characters would have to confront their anxieties and stop
hiding from the grimness of their realities (which they do in a few rare instances).
Regrettably, they live mostly in these illusory worlds, which function as coping
mechanisms and allow the characters to survive their unfortunate circumstances or ignore
them altogether. As Peterson suggests, distortion is viewed as one of the most serious
forms of lying, with the exception of blatant lying (Peterson 283). It has the potential to
dramatically affect people, relationships and situations. Because The Glass Menagerie is
set on the premise of distortion, this also leads to heightened levels of lying and deception
throughout.

The Illusion of Happiness
The character who most noticeably survives through her use of illusions (distorted
realities) and becomes a victim of deception is, without a doubt, Amanda Wingfield, the
domineering matriarch of the Wingfield family. Amanda's manufactured illusions most
likely stem from her husband’s abandonment of the family many years earlier. In fact,
one of Amanda's illusions directly involves her husband. Amanda still believes that her
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husband might eventually return since she has not removed his photograph from above
the family mantel, even after several years of his absence. In order to perpetuate this
distorted belief, Amanda uses the tactic of self-deception, which involves having
contradictory beliefs and choosing to accept one of the beliefs while ignoring the other
(Moomal 49). When Tom looks at the photograph of his father prior to the first scene of
the play, he says. He was a telephone man who fell in love with long distances; he gave
up his job with the telephone company and skipped the light fantastic out oftown...The
last we heard of him w'as a picture post-card...containing a message oftwo words—
‘Hello-Goodbye!’ and no address!”(Williams 401). Clearly, Amanda’s husband has
permanently deserted the family, but she still allows his photograph to hang above the
mantel. Amanda has yet to let go of the idea that her husband might return: she deceives
herself so that she may live in her illusion and ignore the reality that her husband is gone
forever.
Amanda also decides to live in the illusion of her youth. Since her marriage has
been unsuccessful, she recalls memories from her past relationships with men to forget
about her current miserable situation. She brags to her children,“One Sunday afternoon
in Blue Mountain—your mother received—

gentleman callers!...Among my

callers were some of the most prominent young planters ofthe Mississippi Deltaplanters and sons of planters!”(Williams 402-403). In discussing her past gentleman
callers, Amanda reinforces this happy illusion. This allows her to ignore the reality that
instead of choosing one of the many wealthy planters’ sons from the Mississippi Delta,
she married a man who abandoned her and her children.
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She lives in a world of her own—a world of—little glass ornaments...”(Williams
431)
Amanda's ability to create illusions is a skill that her children unknowingly inherit
from her. Laura Wingfield, Amanda’s physically crippled and painfully shy daughter
also lives in a world of illusion as a means of coping with her unlucky circumstances.
Williams uses Laura’s collection of glass animals, which Tom Wingfield affectionately
calls “the Glass Menagerie,” to reflect the state of Laura’s illusions. Throughout the
play, Laura constantly protects her glass collection so that it remains undamaged;
however, this soon changes when Jim O’Connor, Tom’s friend from work and the man
who Amanda desires to court Laura, arrives for dinner. As the night progresses, Jim gets
to know Laura, and discovers that she, like her collection of glass, is very fragile. As Jim
encourages Laura to forget about her shortcomings and lack of good fortune, they begin
to dance around the room, and Jim knocks Laura’s glass unicorn onto the floor, breaking
off its horn (Williams 456-457). This causes the unicorn to become like the other
animals in Laura’s menagerie; it is not unique since it has no horn. This incident
symbolizes the beginning of Laura’s awakening from her illusory world. Just as the
unicorn was separated from the other items in the glass collection because it was
different, Laura was also detached from reality because of her differences from other
people. Once Jim breaks the unicorn’s horn, Laura realizes that in order to incorporate
herself into the world around her, she must stop living in her lonely and isolated illusory
world.

Tom,the Magician
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Unlike Amanda, Laura Wingfield permanently awakens from her distorted reality
to discover that she has the ability to make the best of her unfortunate circumstances.
Tom, however, continuously travels between the two worlds of reality and illusion. Since
Tom is returning home at the beginning of the play to retell the events of his past, he is
fully immersed in reality. He accepts responsibility for what has occurred, and he
strongly desires to resolve his guilt. Nevertheless, Tom’s method for portraying the past
and releasing his shame is to revert to illusion. He says,“Yes, I have tricks in my pocket.
I have things up my sleeve. But I am the opposite of a stage magician. He gives you
illusion that has the appearance of truth. I give you truth in the pleasant disguise of
illusion*’(Williams 400). Tom claims that he is not a magician and gives only the truth,
even if it is masked behind illusion; and while it is possible that he most likely recounts
the past as it happened (again, it is impossible to know for certain exactly how past
events occurred since this is a memory play), Tom’s previous record suggests that he is
indeed a magician-like figure.
In the fourth scene of Menagerie, Tom describes his adventure at a magic show
where he is mesmerized to see the magician turn water into wine, and then wine into
whiskey (Williams 416). He even gives Laura a scarf, which the magician used to turn a
bowl of goldfish into canaries(Williams 416). Tom is completely spellbound by the
magician, and his fascination with the magician’s final trick proves that he too would
become a type of magician to escape his current situation. Tom claims,“...the
w'onderfullest trick of all was the coffin trick. We nailed him into a coffin and he got out
of the coffin without removing one nail. There is a trick that would come in handy for
me—get me out of this 2 by 4 situation!”(Williams 417). Essentially, this is what Tom
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does; he disappears like a magician to get out ofthe dismal situation of living with and
financially supporting his overbearing mother and withdrawn sister. Tom’s obsession
with the magician and emulation of his tricks demonstrates that Tom is definitely like a
magician using illusions.
Tom also lives in his illusory world to escape reality in other areas of his life.
Another place in which he does this is his work environment. Tom despises his menial
position at the shoe warehouse where he works, and instead of doing the low-class job
assigned to him, he chooses to write poetry. This is Tom’s way of retreating to his
illusions in order to avoid reality. Not only does he do this to escape his work
environment, but he does this to escape his dreadful home life as well. Rather than going
home immediately after work each day, Tom goes to the movies to enjoy a fictional
world of adventure. His mother even questions him about this in the fourth scene. She
says,‘‘Laura says that you hate the apartment and that you go out nights to get away from
it! Is that true, Tom?...Why do you go to the movies so much, Tom?” to which he
replies, “I go to the movies because—I like adventure. Adventure is something I don’t
have much of at work, so I go to the movies”(Williams 420-421). Tom can no longer
tolerate home or work, and in going to the movies, he distracts himself from the nonfictional world in which he really lives.
In the sixth scene, Tom resorts to his illusory world altogether. He explains this
to his friend Jim:
I m tired ofthe movies....All ofthose glamorous people—having
adventures—hogging it all, gobbling the whole thing up! You know what
happens? People go to the movies instead of moving! Hollywood
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characters are supposed to have all the adventures for everybody in
America, while everybody in America sits in a dark room and watches
them have them! Yes. until there’s a war. That’s when adventure
becomes available to the massesI...It’s our turn now,to go to the South
Sea Island—^to make a safari—^to be exotic, far-off!—But I’m not patient.
I don’t want to wait till then. I’m tired ofthe movies and I’m about to
move!(Williams 440)
Tom realizes that he is tired of watching fictional characters have the adventures,
and instead of simply watching them, he wants to have adventures too. His mother’s
anger makes this even easier for him. After she yells at Tom,“You live in a dream; you
manufacture illusions!”, Tom decides to abandon his family and live in his dream world
permanently. He tells Amanda that he is, “going to the movies”, and although this does
not mean he is literally going to the movies, it does indicate that he is going to have
adventures of his own; and just as magicians do, Tom disappears to fulfill his illusion
(Williams 463).
As The Glass Menagerie begins, not only does Tom return from deserting his
family, but he also returns from his world of illusions. Even though he ironically uses his
illusions to get to the truth, because Menagerie is a memory play and has elements of
illusions throughout, this intensifies the use of deception that occurs. Just as Sissela Bok
suggests happens in everyday life, many lies begin as small and harmless lies.
Unfortunately, they grow over time and build to become lies that are detrimental to
others.
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The use of what Sissela Bok considers a harmless white lie is seen from the
beginning of Menagerie. For example, in scene one, when Amanda is recalling the past
and telling her children about her many beaus, she claims that she had seventeen
gentleman callers (Williams 402). Though it is impossible to know if Amanda really had
as many as seventeen young men vying for her attention, it is very unlikely that she did,
based on the type of man that she actually married. If she really had seventeen gentleman
callers as she claims, it would have been more likely for her to have married a man of
high social and financial privilege rather than the non-existent reprobate she did marry.
Nevertheless, her children do not object to her stories ofthe past, and allow her to tell the
distorted white lie without protest. The white lie is of little consequence to them.
Other examples of white lies exist in Williams’ Menagerie, but since white lies do
not typically injure anyone(Bok 58), they are less important to the use of deception in the
play. Different forms of deception contribute more to the progression of lying in
Menagerie, as first shown in the second scene. As the scene unfolds, the audience learns
that Laura is supposed to be taking typing lessons at a local business school so that she
can later help support her family’s income, but because of her painfully shy personality
and complete collapse after one ofthe first tests, she drops out of business school
(Williams 407). In order to ease her mother’s financial worries and anxieties about the
future, Laura instead leads her mother to believe that she is still attending the business
school.
Unfortunately, Amanda discovers that Laura is not really going to business
school several weeks after Laura stops going, and Amanda confronts Laura about this.
She says, *i went to the typing instructor and introduced myself as your mother. She

28

didn t know who you were. Wingfield, she said. We don’t have any such student
enrolled at the school!...Laura where have you been going when you’ve gone out
pretending that you were going to business college?”(Williams 406-407). When Laura
explains that rather than going to school and feeling overwhelmed that she has been
walking in the park, Amanda replies,'‘From half past seven till after five every day you
mean to tell me that you walked around in the park, because you wanted to make me
think that you were still going to Rubicam’s Business College?”(Williams 408). Laura
does not even defend herself against her mother’s accusations because she knows that she
has wTongfiilly deceived her. At this point, it is obvious that Laura is guilty.
Laura’s lie to her mother about attending business school may have begun as a
white lie, but it develops into a different type of lie- ■an excuse. As Bok explains,“An
excuse seeks to extenuate, sometimes to remove the blame entirely from someone who
would otherwise be at fault,”(74). This is exactly what Laura does; she tries to make an
excuse for not attending business school, and takes the blame away from herself. When
Amanda asks Laura,“You did all this to deceive me,just for deception?...Why?”, Laura
replies, “Mother, when you’re disappointed, you get that awfiil suffering look on your
face, like the picture of Jesus’ mother in the museum!...! couldn’t face it”(Williams 408).
Laura is not claiming that she is innocent or that she is not responsible, but she is
admitting that her reasoning for lying to her mother was to save her mother from pain.
She is making an excuse for her actions, not because she is innocent, but because she has
an altruistic motive—preventing her mother from distress and heartache.
Laura’s excuse for not attending business school is also considered a lie of
omission, since a lie of omission does not always denote the telling of a lie (Peterson
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280). Laura never explicitly admitted to her mother that she was not going to school until
her mother discovered the truth. Rather, she neglected to tell her mother that she was not
going to business school, waited until her mother uncovered the truth and then verbally
confessed the details. Though this is still deception, her intent was not to tell her mother
a lie, but to keep her mother from worry. It is not an intentionally malicious lie and is
therefore less harmful than many other lies in The Glass Menagerie.
The use of deception in Williams' play continues into later scenes, and sadly, it
begins to increase in the level of harmfulness. While he is responsible for awaking Laura
from her illusory world and introducing her to reality, Jim O’Connor is also responsible
for introducing her to the lies and deception that pollute the realistic world. In the
seventh scene, prior to the breaking of the unicorn’s horn, Laura asks Jim about Emily
Meisenbach, another girl to whom she believes he is engaged. She asks,‘‘You’re not
still—going with her?” to which he replies, “I never see her”(Williams 452). Jim admits
that he is no longer seeing Emily, but he also implies that he is not courting anyone else.
Later, when Laura awakens from her illusory world and realizes that she has feelings for
Jim, she is disappointed by Jim’s confession of loving another woman. Jim explains:
I can’t call up next week and—ask for a date. I thought I had better
explain the situation in case you—misunderstood it and—hurt your
feelings....As I was just explaining. I’ve—got strings on me. Laura,
I’ve

been going steady! I go out all the time with a girl named Betty.

She’s a home-girl like you, and Catholic, and Irish, and in a great many
ways we—get along fine—It happened that Betty’s aunt took sick, she
got a wire and had to go to Centralia. So Tom—when he asked me to
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dinner—I naturally just accepted the invitation, not knowing that youthat he—that I....(Williams 459460)
Jim’s previous claim that he is not seeing Emily with the intention of leading
Laura to believe that he is not going steady with anyone else is considered a half-truth.
As ''Deception in Intimate Relationships” describes, a half-truth is “a statement that is
literally true but misleading by implication...”(Peterson 280). Consequently, Jim s halftruth leads to upset, and not only for Laura. Amanda,too, is heartbroken when she learns
that Jim is promised to someone else and cannot marry Laura(Williams 463). This
affimis what Amanda has ignored all along—^that Laura’s chances of marrying are
dismal. Eventually, Amanda grows angry with Tom for inviting a man who is promised
to another woman to dinner. When Tom claims that he was unaware about Jim s
personal life, Amanda and Tom engage in the fight that causes Tom to leave his home
and his family for good (Williams 463-464). While “Deception in Intimate
Relationships” claims that half-truths are not considered as dishonest as most other forms
of deception, the half-truth that Jim tells is of particular seriousness because of the
harmful consequences to which it leads.
Altogether, the forms of deception used in The Glass Menagerie include the white
lie, excuse, omission, half-truth, distortion (in the form of illusion) and self-deception.
Some of these types of deception are more detrimental than others, but ultimately, almost
every lie leads to negative consequences for the members ofthe Wingfield family. Even
the white lies develop into larger foims of deception and injure the Wingfields.
Unfortunately, this progression of deception is not unique to The Glass Menagerie-, it is a
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theme that continues to an even greater extent in Williams’ A Streetcar Named Desire
and Cat on a Hot Tin Roof.
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Chapter III: A Streetcar Named Desire - Derailment through Deception
"Above all, don't lie to yourself. The man who lies to himselfand listens to his own lies comes to such a
pass that he cannot distinguish the truth within him, around him, and so loses all respectfor himself and
others." Fyodor Dostoyevsky^, The Brothers Karamazov

A Jungle of Deception
In Tennessee Williams' A Streetcar Named Desire, the theme of deception
appears once again and increases in intensity as the play progresses. While many
different forms of deception materialize as the play moves forward, the deception of
others requiring the deception ofthe self emerges as the most commonly employed type.
In fact, most of this deception stems from one character in particular, the infamous
Blanche DuBois, a delusional southern belle from Laurel, Mississippi, who ventures to
New Orleans to visit her younger sister Stella, and unwelcoming, ape-like brother-in-law,
Stanley Kowalski. Blanche’s deception of herself and others occurs as a result of several
traumatic events, which she experiences before and after arriving in New Orleans;
however, it is in New Orleans when she is visiting Stella and Stanley that all of her
problems culminate and lead to her continuous and excessive use of deception.
The setting of New Orleans as Williams depicts it in Streetcar is the perfect
environment for the cultivation and progression of deception. Deception is practically a
requirement in Williams’ representation of New Orleans. The New Orleans that
Williams describes is a man-made jungle filled with hidden dangers and people who live
and act like animals and must follow their primal instincts to withstand the dog-eat-dog
atmosphere. Every character in Streetcar epitomizes this as they are all referred to as
animals or having animal-like features at some point during the play. Stanley and Stella,
even more than the other characters, exemplify the fight to endure in such a jungle. For
example, Stanley’s low-paying, physically laborious job barely covers the rent for the
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two room apartment that he and Stella occupy. He and Stella are constantly struggling to
make ends meet. Clearly, the most valued skill in this portrayal of New Orleans is the
ability to survive. As Blanche quickly learns, sometimes the only way to survive is
through the use of deception.

The Infinite Source of Deception
Although she is no stranger to deceit before visiting her sister, Blanche’s arrival in
New Orleans amplifies her need to use deception for survival. As Stella and Stanley soon
learn, Blanche’s visit to New Orleans is really a facade. They discover that Blanche has
lost the family home known as Belle Reve and has no other place to live; however, they
are unaware that her reputation is irreparably damaged. In order to conceal her past
transgressions and protect herself from the scrutiny of others, specifically Stella and
Stanley, Blanche lies about many aspects of her life, utilizing whatever methods of
deception are necessary.
One area of her life in which Blanche first deceives herself in order to deceive
others is related to her abuse of alcohol. Throughout Streetcar, Stella and Stanley notice
Blanche’s overconsumption, yet Blanche blatantly lies about her drinking problem. This
occurs for the first time in the opening scene. After Blanche arrives at Stella’s apartment
in New Orleans, Blanche tells Stella, “Open your pretty mouth and talk while I look
around for some liquor! I know you must have some liquor on the place! Where could it
be, I wonder? Oh I spy, I spy!”(Williams 474) Once Blanche finds the alcohol, she
jokingly assures Stella,“Now don’t get worried, your sister hasn’t turned into a drunkard,
she's just all shaken up and hot and tired and dirty!'’(Williams 474) Ironically,
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Blanche's guarantee to Stella is no good. This is demonstrated again in the opening
scene after Stanley notices that almost his entire bottle of whiskey is gone. When he
confronts Blanche about drinking it, she replies,“No,I—^rarely touch it", but Stanley
realizes that Blanche is lying, and he says,“Some people rarely touch it, but it touches
them often"(Williams 481).
Further signs of Blanche’s deception about her alcoholism appear in the third
scene. Because Stanley and his friends play a game of poker, Stella and Blanche

are

banned from the apartment. When they return to the apartment late at night, Blanche
exclaims,“My tongue is a little—^thick! You boys are responsible for it. The show let
out at eleven and we couldn't come home on account ofthe poker game so we had to go
somewhere and drink. Tm not accustomed to having more than one drink. Two is the
limit—and three! (She laughs) Tonight I had three"(Williams 498). At this point, it is
clear that Blanche is lying about her abuse of alcohol. Sadly, Blanche fosters this lie
because drinking allows her to avoid reality. It is one of her many survival mechanisms.
As Blanche grows more concerned that others will discover her ugly past, she
continues using blatant lies to twist how others perceive her. In scene three, after
Blanche meets Mitch, one of Stanley’s friends, her deception extends to include not only
Stella and Stanley, but Mitch as well. When Mitch shows an obvious interest in Blanche
and inquires about how she is related to Stella, Blanche’s deception of Mitch immediately
begins. She says,“Yes, Stella is my precious little sister. I call her little in spite of the
fact that she’s somewhat older than I. Just slightly. Less than a year,"(Williams 499).
As the audience knows, Blanche is actually Stella’s older sister, but Blanche takes
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ad\ antage of Mitch's ignorance and deceives him in order to present herself in a more
positive and appealing way.
As Mitch develops feelings for Blanche, she continues to deceive him about her
age and other aspects of herself so that he remains unaware of her true character. This is
evident in the sixth scene when Blanche and Mitch arrive at the apartment late at night
following their date. Upon entering the apartment, Blanche suggests to Mitch that they
keep the lights turned off(Williams 522). With the lights off, Blanche can easily hide her
aging face from Mitch, at least for a while longer. Later in the evening when Mitch
deliberately asks Blanche about her age, Blanche cleverly diverts the subject to hide the
truth, because she fears that if Mitch learns about her age, she will appear less desirable.
Because Blanche wants to appear desirable and to cover her past indiscretions, she
continues to deceive him. As they sit inside the apartment v^th the lights off, Mitch
‘Tumblingly embraces" Blanche in a clumsy effort to kiss her, but Blanche pushes him
away and explains that she has “old-fashioned ideals”(Williams 524, 525). Again,
Blanche wants Mitch to believe that she is the quintessential southern belle, one without
any flaws. Unknowingly, Mitch falls for her deceptive tactics.
Though Blanche’s deception successfully fools the other characters(and even
herself), Stanley, who has been suspicious of Blanche since her arrival in New Orleans,
eventually discovers the truth about Blanche’s past and reveals her ongoing deception of
everyone. In one of the most explosive scenes ofthe play, Stanley informs Stella of
Blanche’s improprieties. He screams:
You know she’s [Blanche] been feeding us a pack of lies here?...Lie
Number One: All this squeamishness she puts on! You should just know
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the line she's been feeding to Mitch. He thought she had never been more
than kissed by a fellow! But sister Blanche is no lily! Ha-ha! Some lily
she is!...She moved to the Flamingo! A second class hotel which has the
advantage of not interfering with the private social life of the personalities
there! The Flamingo is used to all kinds of goings-on. But even the
management of the Flamingo was impressed by Dame Blanche! In fact
they was so impressed by Dame Blanche that they requested her to turn in
her room-key—for permanently! This happened a couple of weeks before
she showed here.(Williams 531)
Although Stella refuses to believe Stanley’s claims about her sister, he insists on
exposing the rest of Blanche’s lies:
She’s [Blanche] not going back to teach school! In fact 1 am willing to bet
you that she never had no idea of returning to Laurel! She didn t resign
temporarily from the high school because of her nerves! No, siree. Bob!
She didn’t. They kicked her out ofthat school before the spring term
ended—and I hate to tell you the reason that step was taken! A seventeenyear-old boy—she’d gotten mixed up with!(Williams 532)
These surprising revelations about Blanche’s past crimes and current deception
destroy her credibility and her sanity. Once she realizes that her deception of others can
no longer save her from the brutality of the truth, she is forced to confess her
indiscretions. Unfortunately, reality becomes too painful for Blanche, and she reverts to
a world of total self-deception and illusion, suffers a mental collapse and is transported
away to a mental facility.
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Throughout the majority of^ Streetcar Named Desire, Blanche Dubois survives
the cruel and cutthroat circumstances in which she finds herself in New Orleans;
however, the only reason she is able to survive prior to her mental breakdown is mainly
through the deception of herself, which in time, leads to her deception of others. As
Lewis and Saami explain,‘The self-deceiver’s goal is to protect his/her favorable view of
self at all costs, and people employ a number of strategies to accomplish this,”(168).
Blanche Dubois is no different. Blanche successfully utilizes all three techniques that
Lewis and Saami give for the implementation of self-deception, which include paying
attention selectively, interpreting events in a biased manner and biased reasoning (168170). Paying attention selectively includes that “People may notice unpleasant tmths but
simply not dwell on them. One can pass quickly over the bad news but linger to save the
good news”(Lewis and Saami 168). Blanche’s over-attention to her positive qualities
affects the way she views herself, and this in turn affects the way others view her,
specifically Mitch. The self-deceptive tactic of selective attention also allows her to
focus on the positive aspects of her past as well. Rarely does Blanche mention the
negative aspects of her past, unless of course she is blaming others for them.
Blanche also interprets events in a biased manner in order to deceive herself This
self-deceptive technique occurs when “people tend to take credit for their successes but
deny blame for their failures....Failure can be blamed on bad luck, mitigating
circumstances, unfair bias, or the incompetence of one’s mates,”(Lewis and Saami 169).
In the third scene, following the poker game when Blanche and Stella arrive home after
having several drinks, Blanche attributes her drunkenness to mitigating circumstances—
her inability to return to the house during the poker game—rather than her inability to
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refrain from overconsumption of alcohol. This is only one of many examples in which
Blanche interprets events in a biased way to self-deceive.
Blanche even uses the third technique, biased reasoning, to deceive herself. As
Lewis and Saami describe, biased reasoning arises “When people draw conclusions,
[and] they often end up with what they wanted to believe”, which occurs because people
“fail to see the biases in their own arguments”(170). Throughout Streetcar, Blanche
only includes evidence in favor of her claims, which biases her reasoning. This allows
her to reach the conclusions that she wants to reach and avoid conclusions that do not
support her self-deceptive claims. For example, when Blanche claims that she lost Belle
Reve and had to leave Laurel because she had no other place to go,the evidence she
gives in support of her argument leads Stanley and Stella, as well as Blanche herself, to
believe her accusations. It is not until later when Stanley learns about Blanche s
misdeeds that Blanche’s biased reasoning falls apart. After uncovering all the facts, not
just the facts that Blanche has given, Stella and Stanley recognize that Blanche s
argument for leaving Laurel is not entirely valid. Through her biased reasoning, Blanche
deceives herself, Stella and Stanley.
As A Streetcar Named Desire proves, self-deception has its benefits—Blanche
survives for some time living with Stella and Stanley—but it also has its downfalls
Blanche’s continuous and complete use of self-deception is one reason for her placement
in a mental institution. Blanche, however, is not the only character capable of deception.
Like Blanche, Stella is extremely vulnerable to self-deception, and she uses many of the
same techniques that Blanche uses to further her self-deception. Stella’s use of selfdeception, however, is to survive her bleak marriage and deplorable living conditions.
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This is displayed in the first scene after Blanche arrives and expresses her utter
disapproval for Stella's apartment. Blanche asks,“...why didn't you write me, honey.
why didn't you let me know...that you had to live in these conditions!”(Williams 474)
Just as Stella has convinced herself that her circumstances are not as terrible as they
appear, she tries to persuade Blanche as well. She states, “Aren’t you being a little
intense about it? It's not that bad at all!”(Williams 474) Clearly, Stella chooses to be
unaware ofthe grim reality; it is much easier for her to continue living in such a place if
she ignores its true faults.
Although Stella deceives herself about the grimness of her living conditions, her
biggest lie to herself(and Blanche)is about her marriage. Stella convinces herself that
she is truly in love with Stanley and that he loves her with the same fortitude as she loves
him, yet this is an obvious deception. The desire that Stella and Stanley have for each
other is purely animalistic and physical attraction, as displayed in several scenes. In the
first scene, when Blanche asks Stella what Stanley is like, Stella remarks that “you can’t
describe someone you’re in love with!” and then gives Blanche a picture of Stanley, a
tribute to his outward appearance (Williams 477). Later, Stella exclaims,“I can hardly
stand when he is away for a night....When he’s away for a week I nearly go wild!’
(Williams 478)
Stanley’s sex appeal is one of the main factors that keeps Stella’s self-deceit alive,
and Stanley uses it to lure her back to him whenever troubles arise in their marriage. In
yet another explosive scene, after Stanley physically abuses Stella, she overlooks his
apparent misconduct and returns to him, though Blanche and others are disgusted with his
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behavior (Williams 502-503). This is one ofthe most horrendous displays of self-deceit,
as it will cause Stella much unhappiness in the future.
Stella perpetuates her self-deceit once more at the end ofthe play in order to
endure living with Stanley. When Blanche claims that Stanley has raped her, Stella
ignores her sister's declarations, though some part of her knows that Blanche, for once, is
telling the truth. Stella admits,“I couldn't believe her story and go on living with
Stanley,"(Williams 556). Of course, Stanley's blatant deception maintains Stella’s selfdeceit in this instance too; and although Williams never shows Stanley blatantly denying
that he raped Blanche, it is implied throughout the last act, as Stella’s statement proves.
Stanley’s blatant deception of Stella is one ofthe most detrimental uses of
deception because it allows Stella to continue her self-deceit and removes the possibility
for their marriage to improve. As Peterson indicates, blatant lying is seen as the most
harmful form of deception in romantic relationships, and any form of lying, especially
blatant lying,“may block the resolution of intimate conflict,” in romantic relationships
(Peterson 284,280). Stella’s total self-deception, which results from Stanley’s blatant
deception, not only jeopardizes the quality of her marriage to Stanley (because it
eliminates the option for them to work through their problems), but it also effects
Blanche's mental state, as she is forced to retreat to complete illusion after Stella
disregards the rape accusations.

The Blanche in Blanchett
Over sixty years have passed since Williams first released his Pulitzer prize
winning A Streetcar Named Desire, but the character of Blanche DuBois still intrigues
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audiences. Blanche is the kind of character with whom everyone relates; she embodies
the irreconcilable contradictions within every human being—contradictions that are
almost never solved and ultimately lead to turmoil. As seen throughout Streetcar, one of
the largest contradictions within Blanche is the battle between truth and deception.
During the course of the play, this internal conflict steadily consumes Blanche’s life, and
in the end. deception reigns victorious and claims the last of her sanity.
Few actresses ever gain the opportunity to play the coveted role of Blanche
DuBois, and those who do usually lack the ability to effectively represent the
contradictions raging inside her; how^ever, in a recent stage performance of^ Streetcar
Named Desire performed in New York City, actress Cate Blanchett successfully
emphasized this conflict between truth and deception when she assumed the role of
Blanche DuBois. In an interv iew with Vogue magazine in 2009, Blanchett reflected her
understanding of Blanche’s eternal struggle with truth and deception. “You could say
that Blanche is a pathological liar,” Blanchett says,“but in the end, I think that what she s
saying is ‘I don’t tell the truth—I tell w'hat ought to be the truth.’ And that’s a very
different perspective,”(227). As Blanchett explained, Blanche’s deception of herself and
others stems from the realization that nothing in their world is as it should be. As she
sees it, she and Stella should be married to wealthy gentleman from Mississippi, living
the coveted lives of respectable southern belles; however, Stella is destitute and trapped
in a marriage based solely on sexual desire, while Blanche is a penniless widow with the
permanently ruined reputation of a prostitute. For Blanche, a lie, any lie, is better than
this horrible truth.

42

As the character of Blanche DuBois reveals, the truth is not always desirable, and
deception, in some instances, is a requirement for sur\'ival. In order to survive for as long
as possible in the jungle of New Orleans, Blanche employs whatever methods of
deception are necessary. Unfortunately, when her use of deception progresses too far.
Blanche's ability to sur\ ive declines and leads her to insanity.
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Chapter IV: Cat on a Hot Tin Roof- Mass Mendacity
“Liars are the cause ofall the sins and crimes in the world.

Epictetus

The Agonizing Truth
Although the use of deception is an important theme in Tennessee Williams’ The
Glass Menagerie and A Streetcar Named Desire, Williams’ Cat on a Hot Tin Roofis the
play in which deception, lies and “mendacity,” as the characters refer to it, is the most
significant theme of all. Set in the Mississippi Delta at the old plantation home of Big
Daddy Pollitt, less than one hundred years after the Civil War, Cat on a Hot Tin Roof
demonstrates how the implementation of deception destroys the lives ofevery member of
the Pollitt family. While it hurts the individuals ofthe family, it obliterates the
interpersonal relationships within the family as well. Nevertheless, Big Daddy Pollitt
struggles to reveal the truths that have been buried by his family’s use of deception for
many years. Unfortunately, he learns that sometimes the truth causes more agony than
deceit does, as his family’s biggest lie injures him the most.
Since deception is the most prominent theme in Cat on a Hot Tin Roof
unsurprisingly, all three general categories, including ordinary deception, deception of
others requiring self-deception and self-deception regardless of another’s presence, are
frequently employed throughout the play. Like Williams’ other plays, ordinary, outright
deception is an extremely common form used in Cat on a Hot Tin Roof Outright lies are
often viewed as the most detrimental form of lying, because the deceiver is completely
aware of his deception of others, but there is usually little justification for implementing
it. When used in the context of familial deception, as it is in Cat on a Hot Tin Roof the
consequences of outright deception are even greater. Deception of others, which requires
the deception of the self and self-deception without another’s presence are also
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potentially harmful, and their usage throughout the play elevates the levels of deception
as well.

Deception in Marriage
While all of the previously mentioned forms of deception impact the various
relationships between members of the Pollitt family, deception especially violates the
marriage relationships. One noticeable example of this is Big Daddy and Big Mama s
marriage. As it is implied, their marriage spans decades, even though Big Daddy has
never loved Big Mama. To help the marriage survive for so many years. Big Daddy has
deceived himself and others into believing that he cares for Big Mama; however, in the
second act, when the entire family begins celebrating Big Daddy’s birthday, he ends the
deception and displays how he tmly feels about his wife. Not only does he make harsh
jokes about Big Mama in front of eveiy'one, but he calls her a woman who is “too old an
too fat’*, and constantly speaks of her in unflattering terms(Williams 917). Later, Big
Daddy again reveals that his love for Big Mama is a facade as he talks to his son, Brick.
Big Daddy says, “Hell!—I slept with Big Mama till, let’s see, five years ago, till I was
sixty and she was fifty-eight, and never even liked her, never did!...Why, when Big
Mama goes out of the room, I can’t even remember what that woman looks like, but
when Big Mama comes back into the room, boy, then I see what she looks like, and 1
wish 1 didn’t!”(Williams 933).
Big Mama also deceives herself about her marriage to Big Daddy. Even though
she knows that Big Daddy has never loved her, she, too, has fooled herself into believing
that he has, simply because she has always loved him. This self-deception allows Big
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Mama to deceive others about the state of her marriage; however, after Big Daddy admits
that he is disgusted with Big Mama,her self-deception and deception of others ceases.
Like Big Daddy, she reveals the truth behind her long marriage. Big Mama screams to
Big Daddy,''In all these years you never believed that Iloved you??...And 1 did, I did so
much, I did love you!-

I even loved your hate and your hardness, Big Daddy!” Big

Daddy unsympathetically replies,'Wouldn 7 it befunny ifthat was true..."(Williams
923). Although this is extremely painful for Big Mama,the truth is finally uncovered and
years of deception are exposed.
Big Daddy and Big Mama’s deception ofthemselves and others persists for a
lengthy amount of time, because they indulge in what Sissela Bok considers a mutual
deceit,‘‘where two persons deceive one another, each knowing of the deceit, each
preferring to have it continue rather than to confront what it masks”(129). The mutual
deceit in this situation results in a marriage of convenience. For Big Daddy, it is easier to
deceive himself and others into believing that he loves Big Mama than it is to ruin the
marriage and deal with societal repercussions. As he tells Brick in the second act, his
only reason for continuing his marriage to Big Mama until now is “convention’
(Williams 933). Big Mama’s reason for deception is much different. As she explains
when she yells at him, she actually loves Big Daddy, and she desires to remain his wife,
in spite of the bitterness and hatred he feels for her.
Just as Big Daddy and Big Mama’s marriage involves multiple forms of
deception. Brick and Maggie’s marriage entails deceit as well. One noticeable difference
between the types of deception used in the two marriages, however, is that Brick and
Maggie mainly use ordinary deception to trick others about the state of their marriage.
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Brick and Maggie are completely aware oftheir unhappiness with each other, yet they
attempt to persuade their family members, especially Big Daddy,that their marriage is
not failing. Unfortunately, their efforts are unconvincing. Everyone else sees through
Brick and Maggie's lie.
Big Mama is the first person to articulate her concern after she notices how much
alcohol Brick consumes. She says,“Some single men stop drinkin' when they get
married and others start! Brick never touched liquor before he—!”(Williams 903).
Maggie interrupts Big Mama in the midst of her statement, because she is appalled to
hear Big Mama's accusation that the marriage is failing and that Maggie is the reason for
its failure. Big Mama reiterates, “Something’s not right! You’re childless and my son
drinks!”(Williams 903).
Big Mama is not the only one to acknowledge the problems. After Big Mama
expresses her opinions, it becomes apparent that Mae and Gooper are eager to point out
Brick and Maggie’s deception of others about the marriage as well. In fact, Mae and
Gooper are responsible for informing Big Mama and Big Daddy about Brick and
Maggie’s marriage trouble. Big Daddy confirms this in scene two when he gets mad at
Mae and yells:
I’m going to move you and Gooper out of that room next to this! It’s none
of your goddam business what goes on in here at night between Brick an’
Maggie. You listen at night like a couple of rutten peek-hole spies and go
and give a report on what you hear to Big Mama an’ she comes to me and
says they say such and such and so and so about what they heard goin’ on
between Brick an’ Maggie, and Jesus, it makes me sick.(Williams 926)
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Clearly. Brick and Maggie's deception is unsuccessful, as they cannot hide their
marriage difficulties from the rest ofthe family. This does not deter Maggie from
continuing with the deception, though. Maggie knows that she and Brick must pretend to
love each other, even though they do not, if they want to find favor with Big Daddy and
be placed in his will. Brick recognizes this too, but unlike Maggie, he shows no interest
in receiving Big Daddy’s money or plantation and gives little effort to help Maggie fool
others about the state of their marriage. Brick’s indifference toward Big Daddy’s wealth
is yet another one of the many reasons that Brick and Maggie’s deception ofthe others is
ineffective.
While numerous factors contribute to Brick and Maggie’s inability to deceive
their family members, the most significant reason their deception fails is that everyone,
including Maggie, believes that Brick is lying about his sexuality. In fact, Maggie and
Big Daddy both confront Brick about his relationship with Skipper in an effort to prove
that Brick is deceiving them all. In the opening act, Maggie tells Brick,“Why I
remember when we double-dated at college, Gladys Fitzgerald and I and you and
Skipper, it w as more like a date between you and Skipper. Gladys and I were just sort of
tagging along to chaperone you!—to make a good impression—”(Williams 910). In his
first of many attempts to prove otherwise, Brick replies,“One man has one good great
true thing in his life. One great good thing which is true!—I had friendship with
Skipper.—You are naming it dirty!...I married you Maggie. Why would I marry you,
Maggie, if 1 was—?”(Williams 910). Even after Brick implies that he would not have
married Maggie if he were lying about his sexuality, Maggie refuses to believe that Brick
and Skipper were simply friends, and she continues her attempt to prove this. In her last
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effort to gain a confession from Brick, Maggie informs him that she told Skipper,
●●^SKIPPER! STOP LOVIN^ MY HUSBAND OR TELL HIM HE’S GOT TO LET
YOU ADMIT IT TO HIM!”’ (Williams 911) Even after Brick is enraged by Maggie’s
suggestions that he and Skipper had undeclared romantic feelings for each other, Brick
still denies romantic involvement with Skipper. Maggie is unable to prove that Brick is
deceiving everyone about his sexuality.
Like Maggie. Big Daddy attempts to elicit what he believes is the truth from
Brick about his sexuality and his relationship with Skipper. Big Daddy assumes that
Brick is deceiving everyone, and at this point. Big Daddy’s main desire is to expose the
deception that is consuming his family. In order to reveal the lies. Big Daddy has a
candid talk with Brick during which he encourages Brick to acknowledge the truth about
his feelings for Skipper. Big Daddy says. “—But Gooper an’ Mae suggested that there
was something not exactly ri ght in your—...Not, well, exactly normal in your friendship
with—”, and Brick asks, “They suggested that, too? I thought that was Maggie s
suggestion... .Who else’s suggestion is it, it is yours? How many others thought that
Skipper and I were—.. .Oh,you think so, too, you call me your son and a queer,
(Williams 944-945).
Big Daddy’s allegations do not elicit the confession from Brick for which Big
Daddy is searching, but Brick finally reveals the painful truth about his relationship with
Skipper and the actions that occurred before Skipper’s death. He recalls that it was
Maggie’s fault for placing a “dirty, false idea” about the two men into Skipper’s mind,
and he says, “He, poor. Skipper, went to bed with Maggie to prove it wasn’t true, and
when it didn't work out, he thought it was true!—Skipper broke in two like a rotten
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slick—nobody ever turned so fast to a lush—or died of it so quick....”(Williams 950951). Brick further admits that after Skipper made a “drunken confession” to him, he
hung up the phone and never talked to him again, and eventually, Skipper died (Williams
951). After learning about Skipper's confession to Brick, Big Daddy believes more than
ever that Brick is deceiving everyone about his sexuality. In the ultimate blovv^. Big
Daddy shouts at Brick,"'You!—dug the grave of your fnend and kicked him in it!—
before you'd face truth with him!”(Williams 951). Big Daddy not only blames Brick for
Skipper's death, but he deliberately suggests that Brick is denying the truth about his
sexuality and deceiving everyone. Brick shouts,''His [Skipper’s] truth, not mineV' in his
last effort to prove to Big Daddy that he is not lying about his sexual orientation
(Williams 951).
Even after Maggie and Big Daddy accuse Brick of deceiving everyone. Brick
continues to claim that he is telling the truth about his sexuality. Because ofthis, it is
difficult to know if Brick is actually lying or not. There is evidence to suggest that Brick
is in fact telling the truth, but the family simply does not believe him. For example, as
previously mentioned, Brick never confesses to having romantic feelings for Skipper,
even though his family repeatedly accuses him of it. Also, Brick’s attitude and remarks
toward his family when they make accusations about his possible romantic involvement
with Skipper provide support that Brick is telling the truth. In every instance in which his
family broaches the subject. Brick grows angry and makes derogatory comments as well.
Though he never confesses to his family, it is very likely that Brick is lying about
his sexuality but is unaware of it because he is engaging in self-deception. This selfdeception is not only the reason why he constantly denies a relationship with Skipper, but
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is also one of the sources of his drinking problem. Brick uses alcohol to avoid the truth
and keep his self-deception alive. Without this self-deception, Brick risks public
disapproval and further disgust with himself. Even though Brick successfully deceives
himself, he does not effectively fool his family. As previously demonstrated, the entire
family is completely aware that he and Maggie do not have children, and Maggie is
frustrated that her husband will not sleep with her. Apparently, Brick’s self-deception is
not enough to fool anyone other than himself.

Big” Deception
While multiple Xynpes of deception afflict everyone in the Pollitt family, no one
suffers more than Big Daddy, because the family tells him the biggest lie of all—that he
is not dying of cancer. As Maggie mentions in the opening act, “...we know that Big
Daddy's dyin’ of—cancer....Got the report today,”(Williams 885). Unfortunately, the
family unwisely chooses to give Big Daddy(and Big Mama)false information about his
health. He believes their lie, as he proves when he states, “1 went through the laboratory
and the goddam exploratory operation and there’s nothing wrong with me but a spastic
colon”(Williams 922). Unfortunately, he is completely unaware that the family is
deceiving him. This lie is maintained throughout the play, and when Big Daddy finally
does learn the truth, it is obvious that the consequences are too great.
This destructive lie that Big Daddy’s family tells him cannot be placed into one
category of deception; rather, this type of lie falls into three categories: ordinary
deception, paternalistic lying and lying to the sick and dying. In this instance, the lie is
an ordinary, outright lie (which does not require self-deception)because the family
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deliberately deceives Big Daddy, and they are completely aware oftheir deception of
him. The lie is also a paternalistic lie. As Bok explains, a paternalistic lie is told to
others “to protect them and serve their best interests”(204). This is what Big Daddy's
family tries to do in lying to him about his health; they try to protect him. For example,
when Brick asks Maggie if Big Daddy knows he is dying, Maggie states, “Hell, do they
ever know' it? Nobody says,‘You're dying.' You have to fool ihtm....Why? Because
human beings dream of life everlasting, that's the reason! But most ofthem want it on
earth and not in heaven"(Williams 906). As Maggie's statement proves, in keeping the
truth from Big Daddy,the family is doing what they believe is in his best interest and
giving him w^hat he wants—the idea of everlasting life that he so badly desires.
The lie to Big Daddy about the condition of his health is classified as ordinary
deception and paternalistic deception, but it is also categorized as a lie to the sick and
dying. Bok says that this type of lie is often told for paternalistic reasons, as it is in Big
Daddy's situation. She states that in order to justify the deception, those who lie to the
sick and dying purport that “truthfulness is impossible, that patients do not want bad
news; and that truthful information hurts them”(Bok 227). While the truth is painful for
Big Daddy to accept, the consequences of the lie are more costly than the rewards. One
unfortunate consequence ofthe family’s deception of Big Daddy is that he does not make
a will. He sees no need in making a will if he is not going to die. Bok explains that
outcomes like this often occur in situations when lies are told to the sick and dying.
because “information is denied or distorted”(231). Clearly, Big Daddy’s decision not to
make a will is a result of the infomiation his family denies him about his health.
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The lie about Big Daddy's health affects Big Mama almost as much as it does Big
Daddy, especially after she learns the truth. When Big Mama is told that Big Daddy is
dying of cancer, she refuses to believe the truth and employs self-deception to deal with
the pain. At least three different times, Big Mama’s comments reflect her use of selfdeception. For example, when Big Mama first hears that Big Daddy has cancer, her
initial response is to trick herself into believing that the horrid news is not real. She says
in disbelief. “Yes, it's just a bad dream,that’s all it is, it’s just an awful dream,”
(Williams 963). Later, she states,‘‘It’s not true, I know that it’s just not true!”, which
proves that she is still self-deceiving. Finally, after everyone repeatedly tries to convince
Big Mama that Big Daddy is going to die, she becomes outraged and screams,“...Big
Daddy is not going to die. 1 want you to get that in your heads, all of you!”(Williams
965) The use of self-deception is Big Mama’s method for avoiding the truth.

Conception Deception
Even the exposure ofthe family’s deception of Big Daddy and Big Mama is not
enough to end the deception within the Pollitt family. Because of Brick’s alcoholism and
their childless marriage, Maggie understands that neither she nor Brick will receive any
of Big Daddy’s fortune when he dies. In order to obtain some inheritance, Maggie
blatantly lies to the family in the final act of the play when she claims that she and Brick
are going to have a child (Williams 973). This is an obvious deception. As Mae shouts,
‘‘We know it’s a lie because we hear you in here; he [Brick] won’t sleep with you! So
don't imagine you’re going to put a trick over on us, to fool a dying man...'’(Williams
973). While Mae is not fooled by the deception, she does not prevent Big Mama from
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believing the lie. Big Mama knows it is not possible that Brick and Maggie are going to
have a child, but she again self-deceives to avoid the grim truth.
Later, when she is alone with her husband, Maggie’s statements further reveal that
just as Mae claimed, Maggie is lying about having a child. Maggie tells Brick,“Thank
you for—keeping still....It was gallant of you to save my face,” in order to show her
gratitude for Brick’s silence (Williams 973-974). She then says to Brick, “...tonight we
are going to make the lie true,” which not only proves the falsity of her statement, but it
verifies that Maggie is going to do whatever is necessary to make the lie a reality.

“This Mendacity Thing”
Tennessee Williams’ Cat on a Hot Tin i?oo/proves that deception or “mendacity”
is a fundamental part of human existence, and Big Daddy reiterates this when he is
talking to Brick in one of the most memorable scenes ofthe play. He asks, “What do you
know about this mendacity thing? Hell! I could write a book on it! Don’t you know
that? 1 could write a book on it and still not cover the subject? Well, 1 could, I could
write a goddam book on it and still not cover the subject anywhere near enough!!!—
Think of all the lies 1 got to put up with!”(Williams 941) In fact, it is the progression of
“this mendacity thing” and the use of lies throughout Cat on a Hot Tin Roofthat
devastate Big Daddy and the Pollitt family.
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Conclusion
Although deception often leads to unpleasant or even fatal circumstances as
psychologists and philosophers suggest, the characters’ use of deception in Tennessee
Williams' The Glass Menagerie, A Streetcar Named Desire and Cat on a Hot Tin Roof
progresses and intensifies within each play and among the plays altogether. Not only do
the incidences of lies and deception increase, but the levels ofintensity and harmfulness
of consequences also grows. Perhaps one important factor contributing to this
progression from play to play is the order in which Williams wrote the three plays.
Unsurprisingly. The Glass Menagerie was witten in the early 1940s, prior to A Streetcar
Named Desire or Cat on a Hot Tin Roof A Streetcar Named Desire was then written in
the late 1940s, and Cat on a Hot Tin Roof the play in which deception is the main theme,
was wTitten in the 1950s after the other two. It is likely that, as deception, or at least his
desire to understand deception, increased in Williams’ personal life, it advanced in his
works as well.

Williams’ Favorite Deceptive Tactic
Overall, Williams employed multiple kinds of deceptive tactics to advance the
element of deceit in his plays; however, one form of deception is used more frequently
than any other form—self-deception. Within all three plays, there is at least one
character (but usually more than one), who resorts to self-deception, often as the only
means left for survival. In The Glass Menagerie, the entire Wingfield family engages in
self-deception. Laura uses it to forget about her disabilities, Amanda uses it to remember
the past and l orn uses it to leave his family altogether. By the end of the play, Laura and
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1 om awaken from their self-deceptive illusions. Laura emerges from the world of selfdeception when Jim helps her realize that she should not allow her differences to set her
apart from society. Tom's self-deception ends when he returns home to retell his story
and rid himself of shame and guilt. Unfortunately, Amanda's self-deception never ends.
She remains in a world of illusion.
Like The Glass Menagerie, A Streetcar Named Desire contains Williams’ favorite
deceptive tactic as well, but certain differences appear. The major difference in the uses
of self-deception between the two plays is that in Streetcar, not everyone engages in selfdeception. and the two characters that do, Blanche and Stella, are female. In this play,
self-deception is gender-specific, whereas in The Glass Menagerie, it is not. A Streetcar
Named Desire demonstrates the most typical usage of self-deception, according to Lying
and Deception in Everyday Life, because women are more likely to self-deceive than men
(Lewis and Saami 19). Also, Blanche engages in all three specific techniques for selfdeception: paying attention selectively, interpreting events in a biased manner and biased
reasoning (Lewis and Saami 168-170). The characters in The Glass Menagerie do not
use all three of these strategies for self-deception.
Self-deception surfaces yet again in Williams’ play of ultimate deception. Cat on
a Hot Tin Roof It is more similar to The Glass Menagerie in that it also involves a
multitude of characters engaging in self-deception and is not only employed by those of
the female sex. The main characters that implement self-deception include Big Daddy,
Big Mama and Brick. Big Daddy and Big Mama self-deceive for numerous reasons, but
the main reason they employ self-deception is to deal with their tumultuous marriage. In
order to continue living with each other, they must pretend to love each other. When Big
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Daddy ends his self-deception and the truth is revealed, it is obvious that the years of
self-deception have caused irreversible damage.
Self-deception is indeed the most commonly implemented form of deception in
Cat on a Hot Tin Roof{diS well as The Glass Menagerie and A Streetcar Named Desire).
Brick and Big Mama continue using it, even after Big Daddy does not. Brick deceives
himself about his sexuality, while Big Mama deceives herself into believing that Big
Daddy is not going to die. Though deception in general is prominent in all three plays, it
is obvious that self-deception is employed more than any other form.

Worth the Deception?
I'here are certain instances in life in which deception is beneficial. As “Deception
in Intimate Relationships*’ mentions, the white lie is one type of lie that has potentially
positive qualities (Peterson 284). Other types of lies, such as the lie told in the “acute
crisis," are also helpful(Bok 108). These types of deception are often necessary and
justifiable; however, in most situations, the use of deception should be avoided because it
most likely leads to harm or other unfortunate consequences. As “The Evolutionary
Psychology of Deception and Self-Deception” states, “...deception at the end of the day
does not pay,*’(Moomal Abstract).
Tennessee Williams’ The Glass Menagerie, A Streetcar Named Desire and Cat on
a Hot Tin Roofprovide further evidence that deception leads to destruction. Even when it
is implemented for the purpose of survival through difficult circumstances, deception
ultimately causes more agony than confronting the issues it seeks to hide. Through the
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progression of deception in these three plays, Williams’ warning to audiences everywhere
is to avoid deception. Deception has the power to destroy the lives ofeveryone involved.
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